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PLATYRHACUS KOCH, 1847 (DIPLOPODA): PETITION FOR THE 
DESIGNATION BY THE INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION OF A 
TYPE-SPECIES IN HARMONY WITH ACCUSTOMED USAGE. 
Z.N.(S.) 2078 


By Richard L. Hoffman (Radford College, Radford, Virginia 24141, U.S.A.) 


The milliped family PLATYRHACIDAE, as traditionally and currently under- 
stood, consists of a large number of Neotropical and Indoaustralian taxa for 
which nearly 250 specific and 43 generic names have been proposed. In the 
regions where they occur, platyrhacids are often the most conspicuous members 
of the order Polydesmida, and several species in Sumatra and Borneo are the 
largest known members of the order, with body lengths in excess of 125 mm. 

2. The name Platyrhacus was proposed in 1847 by C. L. Koch (System der 
Myriapoden, fasc. 58, p. 131) to include three species, Polydesmus scaber Perty, 
1833 (Delectus Animalium articulatorum . . . Brasiliam . . .: 210) and two 
new taxa, Platyrhacus rufipes Koch and P. fuscus Koch. No indication of 
type specics was made by Koch either in this paper or in his iconography 
Die Myriapoden (1863) in which all three species are entered with longer des- 
criptions and illustrations of the animals themselves. Apparently the first 
unequivocal type selection was made in 1896 (Annali. Mus. Civ. Stor. nat. 
Giacomo Doria 36 : 191) by F. Silvestri, who designated Polydesmus scaber 
“Koch” as type. As pointed out by Jeekel (1971, Monog. Nederl. Ent. Ver. 
5 : 280), there is no indication that Silvestri considered scaber of Koch and 
scaber of Perty as being different species, although in the original reference 
Koch clearly referred to the 1833 paper by Perty. There is thus no reason to 
doubt that Polydesmus scaber Perty is in fact the valid type species of Platirhacus 
by subsequent designation. 

3. Difficulty is introduced, however, by a consideration of the zoological 
identities reflected by the names scaber as used by Perty and by Koch. From 
the description and reasonably accurate habitus illustration published by 
Perty (op. cit., p. 210, p. 40, fig. 9) as well as the locality (“. . . mountains of the 
province of Minas [Gerais, Brasil]”), it is easy to establish that the name scaber 
was in fact based upon a species of the family CHELODESMIDAE, in all probability 
of the genus Storthotropis Attems. Thus, adoption of the technically valid 
type species would result in the transfer of the generic and family names 
Platyrhacus and PLATYRHACIDAE to a totally different family of polydesmoids 
and create considerable problems of nomenclatural readjustment. 


1 The author wishes 10 express his appreciation for valuable ideas and advice to Drs. C. W. 
Sabrosky and C. A. W. Jeekel; for access to the British Museum collection, to Mr. K. H. 
Hyatt. 
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FIGURE CAPTION—Both drawings 30x life size 

Platyrhacus fuscus Koch, gonopods of specimen (B.M. 1913,7.25.2182) considered to be 

probably the original holotype. Fig. 1, left gonopod, mesal aspect. Fig. 2, left gonopod, 
lateral aspect, proximal half of coxa not shown. 
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4. The species accounted under the name scaber by Koch, however, 
is unquestionably referable to the family PLATYRHACIDAE as generally under- 
stood. This is immediately evident from both his verbal descriptions of 1847 
and 1863, as well as the illustration in the second reference (pl. XX, fig. 41). 
Koch stated (1863 : 48) that his specimen came from “Brasilien” without 
implying that it was part of Perty’s material as he did specifically claim for 
certain other species (e.g., Rhacophorus conspersus, with the statement * 
dasselbe Exemplar, von welchem Dr. Perty seine Beschreibung mit Abbildung 
entnommen hat... .”). 


5. It seems manita that although Koch misidentified his “scaber” even 
at the family level, his citation of Perty’s description associates the name 
scaber with a chelodesmoid milliped, and that if Silvestri’s type designation of 
1896 be strictly followed, Platyrhacus must be applied to a genus of the CHELO- 
DESMIDAE. The Po heretofore called PLATYRIACIDAE will thus be deprived 
of its type genus and so wili require a new name to be formed by the elevation 
of one of the three existing subfamily names (Phyodesmini, Psaphodesmini, 
and Taphodesmini, Cook, 1896). 


6. The preceding changes can be avoided by the arbitrary rejection of 
Silvestri’s type designation and the fiat substitution of a genuine platyrhacid 
taxon which was one of the originally included species, namely Platyrhacus 
fuscus Koch, 1847. This species was well-described and illustrated in Koch's 
1863 book, and the specimen was stated to have come from Java. Externally 
fuscus appears to be very similar to, if not identical with, Platyrhacus flavisternis 
Pocock, a common Javan species, and, moreover, there exists at the present 
an actual specimen which is in all probability the original type of fuscus. It is 
thereby possible to associate the generic name with a definite species. 


7. The collection of the British Museum (Natural History) contains under 
register number 1913.7.25.2182 an adult male specimen identified as making 
up part of the L. Koch collection of (chiefly) arachnids purchased by the 
Museum in 1913. Aside from the parchment label added by the Museum staff, 
the bottle contains a very old and faded square paper label with ornate blue 
edging and some barely legible words in a handwriting which I do not recognize. 
The top line states “Platyrhacus fuscus Koch” and at the bottom is the word 
“Java”, in between are several words which I could not decipher. Since a 
part of the arachnid-myriapod material of the elder Koch was inherited by his 
son Ludwig, I think the probability is very high that the specimen in question 
is in fact the original type of fuscus. Aside from being largely decolorized by 
long preservation, the specimen agrces well in size and general structure with 
Koch’s 1863 figure 41. The gonopods are of the form as shown in the accom- 
panying figures, and the general pattern is one shared by a considerable number 
of species ranging from Burma and Malaya south to Java. 

8. In summary, favourable response to this petition to the International 
Commission would have the effect of: 

(a) continuing the association of the name Platyrhacus with a genus of 

millipeds belonging to a family which through 130 years of usage 
has been called PLATYRHACIDAE by all students of the Diplopoda, and 
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(b) preventing the transfer of the type genus of the aforesaid family into a 
quite different family of polydesmoids, with the resultant provision 
of a new name for the erstwhile PLATYRHACIDAE. 

9. Accordingly the Commission is requested: 

(1) under its Plenary Powers, to set aside all designation of type species 
for the nominal genus Platyrhacus Koch, made prior to the Ruling now 
requested, and having done so, to designate Platyrhacus fuscus Koch, 
1847 to be the type species of that genus; 

(2) to place the generic name Platyrhacus Koch, 1847 (gender: masculine), 
with type species, by designation under the Plenary Powers, Platyr- 
hacus fuscus Koch, 1847, on the Official List of Generic Names in 
Zoology; 

(3) to place the specific name fuscus Koch, 1847, as published in the binomen 
Platyrhacus fuscus (type-species of Platyrhacus Koch, 1847) on the 
Official List of Specific Names in Zoology; 

(4) to place the family name PLATYRHACIDAE Pocock, 1895, on the Official 
List of Family-Group Names in Zoology. 


